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Will pay phones become extinct? 

By DWAYNE ESCOBEDO, Daily News Contributing Writer 

Across Northwest Florida, and the rest of the country too, pay phones 
are rapidly disappearing. 

Sprint has pulled 12 percent of its pay phones locally. BellSouth 
announced in February it's ridding itself of all 143,000 of its pay 
phones in nine southeastern states, including 32,000 in Florida. 

And some local independent pay phone providers estimate reductions 
anywhere from 10 percent a year to as much as half during the past 
three years. 

Nationwide the number of pay phones has plummeted from 2.6 million to 
2.1 million in the past five years, a nearly 24  percent drop. 

Mike Jett. Pro Telecom Inc. president, operates about 700 pay phones 
from Fort Walton Beach to Tallahassee. The company also serves Alabama 
and Georgia. His company now maintains about half the number of phones 
it did just three years ago. 

"I won't lie to you. It's been tough," he said. "More independent 
providers have gone out of business than have stayed in. But we plan 
to survive". 

The first public pay phone was installed in 1889 and by 1902 about 
80,000 existed. By 1960 more than 1 million were in operation. They 
often were the only phone in a community or rural area. 

S o ,  if there's no more phone booths, where will Clark Kent change into 
Superman in the 21st century? 

The pay phone industry blames the 1996 Telecommunications Act that 
deregulated phone companies. Deregulation spurred calling cards, 
pre-paid calls, toll-free numbers and 10-10 dial-around numbers. 

Pay phone operators were supposed to get 24 cents from the phone 
company handling the call but 20 to 50 percent of those revenues go 
uncollected, reports the American Public Communications Council, which 
represents about 1,600 independent pay phone companies. It's a 
loophole the Federal Communications Commission is planning to Close. 
which could restore about $300 million a year in revenue, the APCC 
said. 

p l u s ,  
cell phones, pagers, e-mail and other wireless communication devices 

Although some have predicted the pay phone going dead in 10 years, 
David Blurnenthal expects a healthy dial tone for many years to come. 
The BellSouth spokesman said even though his company plans to pull the 
plug on all of its pay phones by the end of 2002, others will remain. 

there's stiff competition from the explosion in popularity Of 



"We foresee there will always be a place for them," he says. "They'll 
be around another 100 years or more. People want alternatives". 

Because of their convenience, public safety reasons and the fact that 
about 6 million Americans don't have a phone, local pay phone 
operators agree. Pay phone proponents also point out millions more 
don't have cell phones, wireless service is sometimes spotty and 
unreliable, and pay phones provide more secure lines than do cell 
phones. 

Jason Duff said Sprint has no intention of following BellSouth's lead. 
The Sprint spokesman said his company began evaluating its pay phone 
system more than a year ago to determine which phones were profitable 
and would survive. Sprint refused to provide the exact number of pay 
phones it owns and how many it has cut, citing competitive reasons. 

"There's a shift in the industry, yes, but we're a firm believer in 
pay phones," Duff said. "We're well positioned with BellSouth's 
departure, as one of the most well recognized brand names". 

Duff said the almighty dollar isn't the only consideration by Sprint 
to subtract pay phones, however. 

"If they are serving a public good, that is first and foremost," he 
said. "If there is no other service available but it is not 
profitable, more times than not, we'll leave it in". 

Despite FCC rules revisions, which take effect in about a year, James 
Thomas would like to see an automatic charge of at least a quarter 
before a pay phone would begin working. 

Thomas is manager of Public Phones Inc., which owns [pay phones] from 
Panama City to Pensacola. The independent carrier has reduced its 
number of pay phones by 10 percent a year over the last few years, 
while major pay phone companies like ETS have filed for bankruptcy. 

"I'm not happy," he said. "I see the number of pay phones Continuing 
to decrease. We have a lot of locations big companies would have 
because they don't generate enough to their bottom line. But if you're 
jogging in a city park and somebody is suffering from heatstroke and 
you need to call 911, how much is a pay phone worth then?" 

NOTES 

This article can be found on page El of the April 15, 2001 Daily 
News. 
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